Carcinomatous meningitis arising from primary nasopharyngeal carcinoma.
Carcinomatous meningitis, also known as leptomeningeal metastasis and meningeal carcinomatosis, is the invasion of neoplastic cells into the leptomeninges. Head and neck cancers, especially nasopharyngeal carcinoma, give rise to carcinomatous meningitis very infrequently. In this case report, we present a rare case of carcinomatous meningitis with nasopharyngeal carcinoma as the primary source. In 1987, a 45-year-old white female presented with a few year history of chronic bilateral serous otitis media. She also complained of intermittent diplopia, right facial pain, right-sided headache, and, finally, right facial palsy. The patient was subsequently diagnosed with nasopharyngeal carcinoma by biopsy and treated with radiation as well as chemotherapy. Her neurological symptoms improved, and she did fairly well for several years. However, various neurologic symptoms started to recur, including right facial weakness, right facial numbness in the distribution of all 3 divisions of cranial nerve (CN) V, loss of taste as well as smell, and diplopia. In 1993, magnetic resonance imaging scan of the head revealed recurrence of nasopharyngeal carcinoma with involvement of the ethmoid sinuses as well as extension of the tumor into the frontotemporal leptomeninges. Over the course of the next 3 years, the patient experienced a very gradual decline with involvement of almost all of the CNs (CN I, II, III, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX, X, XII). This case report of carcinomatous meningitis from primary nasopharyngeal carcinoma is one of the few reported in the literature. Although very rare, nasopharyngeal carcinoma can give rise to carcinomatous meningitis, probably by direct invasion of malignant cells. We also review the literature with respect to the diagnosis and treatment of carcinomatosis meningitis.